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March, 1798, before he had left Penzance, a short time
after he had begun to study chemistry, his attention was
directed to Priestley's dephlogisticated nitrous gas (nitrous
oxide) by Dr. Mitchill's theory of Contagion. According
to Mitchill sepsis was produced by nitrous oxide, which he
named oxide of septon. Davy soon satisfied himself, by a
few experiments, that this theory was fallacious. "Wounds
were exposed to its action; the bodies of animals were
immersed in it without injury; and I breathed it, mingled
in small quantities with common air, without any remarkable
effects. An inability to procure it in sufficient quantities
prevented me, at this time, from pursuing the experiments
to any greater extent. I communicated an account of them
to Dr. Beddoes." Further investigation of this subject
seemed an obvious task for the new Institution.
Beddoes himself tried strange experiments. Maria
Edgeworth was his sister-in-law and has recorded that "one
of his hobbies was to convey cows into invalids' bedrooms
that they might inhale the breath of the animals, a pre-
scription which naturally gave umbrage to the Clifton
lodging-house keepers, who protested that they had
not built and furnished their rooms for the hooves of
cattle."
Meanwhile, the Essays on Heat and Light were published.
Nine-tenths of them are ingenious and fallacious speculation,
but one-tenth shows high genius.
In the section entitled: "The Phenomena of Repulsion
are not Dependent on a Peculiar Elastic fluid for their
Existence, or Caloric does not Exist/' he argues that the
expansion in objects when heated is not due to the absorp-
tion of caloric, which fills the spaces between the atoms and
makes the object swell. If heat is a form of matter, then the
temperatures of bodies cannot be increased unless they gain
heat through contact with other bodies, or their own
capacity for heat is reduced by some treatment. It is known
that friction raises the temperature of bodies. If the caloric
theory is true, then friction must be able to decrease the
capacity of a body for heat. When the capacity is reduced,
the temperature of the body will rise, Davy arranged a